Effects of REM sleep and ambient temperature on hot flash-induced sleep disturbance.
To determine whether hot flashes produce sleep disturbance in postmenopausal women. This study was performed in a university medical center laboratory with 18 postmenopausal women with hot flashes, six with no hot flashes, and 12 cycling women, all healthy and medication free. Polysomnography, skin and rectal temperatures, and skin conductance to detect hot flashes were recorded for four nights. Nights 2, 3, and 4 were run at 30 degrees C, 23 degrees C, and 18 degrees C in randomized order. During the first half of the night, the women with hot flashes had significantly more arousals and awakenings than the other two groups and the 18 degrees C ambient temperature significantly reduced the number of hot flashes, from 2.2 +/- 0.4 to 1.5 +/- 0.4. These effects did not occur in the second half of the night. In the first half of the night, most hot flashes preceded arousals and awakenings. In the second half, this pattern was reversed. In the second half of the night, rapid eye movement sleep suppresses hot flashes and associated arousals and awakenings. This may explain previous discrepancies between self-reported and laboratory-reported data in postmenopausal women with hot flashes.